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Introduction 

AT THE s tart o f the  2 1 s t century,

women in Ire land s till do  no t have  the

right to  contro l the ir own bodies .  Ye t

the  las t twenty years  have  s een great

change  in women' s  lives  and in atti-

tudes  to  s exuality in Ire land.  

Abortion is  no  longer a taboo  s ubject.

Radio  talk s hows  have  women phoning

them, giving the ir names  and openly talk-

ing about the ir experience  o f abortion.

Much o f this  opennes s  s tarted only with

the  X cas e .  In February 1 9 9 2 , the

Attorney General in the  South obtained an

interim injunction res training a 1 4  year o ld

girl, pregnant as  a res ult o f rape , from

obtaining an abortion in Britain.  The

injunction was  confirmed by the  High

Court and Jus tice  Declan Cos te llo  ruled

that the  girl and her parents  were  prohibit-

ed from leaving Ire land " fo r a period o f

nine  months  from the  date  thereo f" . 

The  news papers  leaked news  o f this

" internment"  o f a 1 4 -year-o ld rape  victim.

Up and down the  country there  was  an

explos ion o f anger and thous ands  o f main-

ly young women and men poured onto  the

s tree ts  to  s ay " le t her go " .  Day afte r day, night afte r night, thous ands  o f women and

men took to  the  s tree ts . This  huge  mobilis ation fo rced the  judic iary to  do  an about turn.

The  Supreme  Court ruled no t only that Ms  X  had the  right to  trave l to  England fo r abor-

tions , but that s he  could have  a right to  abortion in Ire land if her life  is  endangered by

the  pregnancy, inc luding if the  ris k to  her life  is  from s uic ide .

The  plight o f Ms  X, the  1 4  year o ld rape  victim, made  many people  re think the ir pos ition

on abortion. They s tarted to  wonder what they would think if they o r the ir 1 4  year o ld

daughter were  in that s ituation. And they realis ed that they did no t think the  life  o f a

foe tus , s till le s s  a jus t fe rtilis ed egg, can be  compared to  that o f an adult woman. 

It is  almos t ten years  s ince  the  Supreme  Court ruling. However, there  has  been no  move
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to  introduce  legis lation to  implement the  X ruling. As  a res ult o f the  po litic ian' s  cow-

ardice , another young rape  victim had to  go  to  court to  demand the  right no t to  be

forced to  give  birth to  the  child o f a rapis t.  1 3  year o ld Ms  C, from the  trave lling com-

munity, was  in the  care  o f the  Eas tern Health Board and had to  s eek the  court' s  permis -

s ion to  trave l to  England. She  was  granted permis s ion and the  Health Board paid fo r her

termination.

Now once  again Iris h po litic ians  led by the  Fianna Fail leader Bertie  Ahern are  trying to

ro ll back the  X cas e  judgement. They want a new re ferendum to  s top women who  are

s uic idal having a right to  abortion. If a woman pre fers  s uic ide  to  bearing an unwanted

child, le t her commit s uic ide . This  barbaris m needs  to  be  res is ted by everyone  who

s tands  fo r women' s  rights .

In the  North, there  have  been s everal s imilar court rulings  that abortion s hould be  avail-

able  on the  NHS to  women who  continuing the  pregnancy would leave  a " mental o r

phys ical wreck" . Yet even women with s erious  medical problems  cannot obtain a legal

abortion in many hos pitals  in the  North unles s  the ir very lives  are  in danger.  

This  pamphle t is  a contribution to  the  abortion debate  from a s oc ialis t viewpo int. It

does  no t s eparate  out the  arguments  around abortion from the  res t o f women' s  lives . It

s hows  why the  reality o f women' s  s exual, working and family lives  today mean that over

3 5  years  o r s o  o f fe rtile  s exual activity, many women will become  pregnant in a s ituation

where  continuing the  pregnancy is  no t an option.  Abortion s hould be  free ly available  in

Ire land North and South on the  Health Service  at the  woman' s  reques t. If women are  to

contro l the ir bodies , the ir lives , they mus t have  the  right to  choos e .

The  reality o f abortion in

Ire land

ABORTION IS very much a reality o f Iris h life .  Each year, about 1 0 ,0 0 0  Iris h

women trave l to  England to  te rminate  unwanted pregnancies .  Statis tics  co lle ct-

ed by the  Englis h Department o f Health s how over 7 ,0 0 0  women from the

South and about 2 ,0 0 0  from the  North trave l each year - that' s  over 1 5 0

women every week. 

And the  numbers  are  probably even higher s ince  s ome  women do  no t give  the ir Iris h

addres s , e ither fo r fear o f be ing found out at home  or becaus e  they are  no t s ure  o f the ir

legal s ituation. 

Thes e  women come  from every age  group from 1 2  to  5 5 ; they come  from every walk o f

life  - they are  workers  in factories , hos pitals  and o ffices ; they are  hous ewives , s tudents
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and unemployed.  Almos t half already have  at leas t one  child, s ome  have  grown-up fami-

lie s  and don' t want to  s tart all over again; s ome  fee l they are  too  o ld, s ome  that they' re

too  young to  have  a baby, or another baby; s ome  are  afraid o f lo s ing o r ruining the ir

jobs , o f be ing unable  to  finis h the ir education, or o f no t be ing able  to  cope  with o ther

children.  Some  cannot affo rd o r s imply do  no t want another child.

In certain age  groups  (2 2 -3 0  years  o ld) an Iris h woman is  as  like ly to  have  an abortion

as  her Englis h counterpart.  More  Iris h women have  abortions  per head o f population

than Dutch or Danis h women. 

The  X and C cas es  put prec is e ly the  argument on which the  who le  debate  about abor-

tion res ts .

Do  you think the  rights  o f the  woman, her life , her hopes , her education, her job, her

mental health - perhaps  her ability to  cope  with her o ther children - s hould be  para-

mount?   Or do  you think, like  SPUC, Youth De fence  and o ther anti-abortionis ts , that even

a s ix week foe tus , s till invis ible  to  the  naked eye , s hould have  rights  which over-ride

thos e  o f the  woman - that the  woman s hould be  fo rced to  s acrifice  her hopes , her

future , the  quality o f life  o f the  children s he  may already have , perhaps  even her life  in

order to  bring the  foe tus  to  full te rm?

Anti-abortionis ts  s ay that women' s  lives  are  never endangered by the  to tal prohibition on

abortion in Southern Iris h hos pitals .  The  reality o f the  deaths  caus ed by the  lack o f

thes e  abortions  is  covered up.  Indeed, we  are  to ld the  South has  one  o f the  lowes t

maternal mortality rates  in the  world.  But then, we  us ed to  have  one  o f the  lowes t s ui-

c ide  rates  in the  world until it was  realis ed that doctors  and coroners  were  covering up

s uic ides  becaus e  o f Catho lic  Church rules  about the  burial o f thos e  who  killed them-

s e lves .  

So  it is  with the  maternal mortality rates .  Women who  become  pregnant while  under a

doctor' s  care  fo r cancer o r heart dis eas e  and who  continue  the  pregnancy have  the ir

chances  o f s urvival greatly reduced.  A pregnancy is  like ly to  s peed up the  s pread o f any

cancer and it will put additional pres s ure  on a weakened heart.  Only the  mos t blinkered

anti-abortionis ts  deny this .  In addition, the  chances  o f the  woman' s  body be ing able  to

do  the  work fo r the  foe tus  to  deve lop normally are  greatly reduced.  Whatever the  out-

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose

THE CASES of X, 14 years old and C, 13 years old, both pregnant as a

result of rape and wanting to have abortions took the debate about abor-

tion onto a new level.  People who had voted in 1983 to put the anti-abor-

tion amendment into the Constitution had to face the fact that they don't

really think a woman's life is merely equal to that of the foetus she is car-

rying.  In both the X and C cases, the widespread reaction was "of course

she should be allowed have an abortion".  In thinking this, people were

agreeing that the rights of the young women should come before those of

the foetus.
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come  o f the  pregnancy, the  women die  eventually o f cancer o r heart dis eas e  and that is

what goes  on the ir death certificate .  The  impact o f the  pregnancy is  no t recorded in the

figures .

In the  North, where  abortion is  illegal - except in very extreme  c ircums tances  - abortions

are  carried out fo r reas ons  o f women' s  health.  Anti-abortionis ts  would have  us  be lieve

that doctors  in the  North are  wrong when they recognis e  that women' s  lives  can be

endangered or at leas t greatly s hortened by s ome  pregnancies . Jus t under one  hundred

abortions  are  carried out in the  North becaus e  the  woman' s  health is  in ' grave  danger' .

Are  we  really s uppos ed to  be lieve  that the  kind o f medical conditions  that lead to  thes e

abortions  never o ccur in the  South?   It is  we ll known that doctors  diffe r and patients

die . 

One  o f the  patients  who  died was  She ila Hodgers .  We  know about her death becaus e

her hus band, devas tated with grie f and anger, went public  to  warn o ther women.

She ila Hodgers  s tarted drug treatment fo r cancer at Our Lady o f Lourdes  Hos pital,

Drogheda, in 1 9 8 1 .  Within a year, s he  became  pregnant and was  taken o ff the  anti-can-

cer drugs .  Three  months  later a tumour deve loped on her s pine  and s he  was  to ld s he

would have  to  wait until the  baby was  born to  ge t treatment fo r it.  On St. Patrick' s  Day,

1 9 8 3 , She ila Hodgers  gave  birth to  a premature  baby.  Her baby died immediate ly and

three  days  later She ila died, riddled with cancer.   

Becaus e  the  Catho lic  Church fo rbids  abortion except when it is  ce rtain that the  foe tus

cannot s urvive  under any c ircums tances , and mos t hos pitals  in the  South o f Ire land are

contro lled by the  Catho lic  Church, there  are  probably many more  She ila Hodgers  who

have  le ft children without a mother.  That is  the  reality o f the  e thical codes  fo llowed by

Iris h hos pitals  that c laim to  pro tect equally the  lives  o f bo th woman and ' child' .

Abortion - a woman' s  

right to  choos e

Every s ingle  day in every part o f the  world where  abortion remains  illegal, women die  try-

ing to  end pregnancies . The  World Health Organis ation es timates  that, each year,

3 0 0 ,0 0 0  women die  from backs tree t abortions .   Five  women in the  North have  died

s ince  1 9 6 7 , the  mos t recent be ing Charlo tte  Hutton who  died in Be lfas t in 1 9 8 1 .  Every

few months  in the  North, a woman is  re fe rred by hos pital doctors  to  pregnancy coun-

s e lling centres  afte r injuring hers e lf with knitting needles , o r coat hangers  while  trying to

abort the  pregnancy. 

So  why do  women go  to  s uch dangerous  lengths  to  te rminate  pregnancies ?   The  ans wer

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose
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is  that it is  part o f be ing human.  One  o f the  bas ic  features  which dis tinguis hes  human

be ings  from animals  is  our ability to  contro l and s hape , no t only the  world about us , but

als o  our own phys ical functions .  If s omeone  has  a heart o r a kidney that does n' t work,

s / he  can ge t a trans plant.  If our eyes ight is  poor, we  wear s pectac les , if we  have  dia-

be tes , we  take  ins ulin.  It is  this  contro l that makes  us  more  than s laves  to  our bio logy.

In keeping with this  human trait, women have  always  tried to  contro l the ir fe rtility, tried

to  take  s ome  contro l over how the ir own lives  are  go ing to  be  s haped.  Abortion is  part

o f that human activity.

As  far back as  the  e ighth century, when Ire land was  allegedly known as  ' the  is land o f

s aints  and s cho lars ' , abortion was  an accepted method o f birth contro l.  The  marriage

law he ld abortion to  be  punis hable  only if the  woman didn' t have  her hus band' s  permis -

s ion.  The  punis hment was  fo r wife ly dis obedience , no t fo r the  act o f abortion. There  is

a s tory from this  time  about St. Brigid, who  was  known to  he lp women with fe rtility prob-

lems . Brigid met a young girl who  was  dis traught becaus e  s he  was  pregnant. Brigid

prayed with the  girl, then put her hand on her s tomach.  Miraculous ly, the  foe tus  dis ap-

peared.

Anti-abortionis ts  s ay that if abortion were  legalis ed, women would us e  it as  an alte rna-

tive  fo rm o f contraception.  That is  nons ens e .  Women have  more  s ens e .  They know it

is  far eas ie r, phys ically and emotionally, no t to  become  pregnant than it is  to  te rminate  a

pregnancy.

Women don' t take  abortion lightly.  For s ome , the  dec is ion to  have  an abortion is  a diffi-

cult one .  But given the  cho ice  be tween bearing an unwanted child and abortion, many

women do  choos e  abortion.  They make  this  dec is ion as  an exerc is e  in contro l o f the ir

own lives . Women contro lling the ir lives  is  all very we ll, s ome  s ay, but abortion affe cts

the  life  o f another human be ing.  

Anti-abortionis ts  argue  that, from the  moment o f conception, the  embryo  o r foe tus , has

all the  genetic  material a human be ing needs , that the  co lour o f the  eyes  and hair are

all pre -coded in the  jus t-fe rtilis ed egg.  There fore , they argue , it is  a human be ing with

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose
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rights  equal to  that o f the  woman.  Of cours e  the  foe tus  is  a po tential human be ing,

jus t as  an acorn is  a po tential oak tree .  All the  genetic  material an oak tree  needs  is  in

the  acorn, the  s ize  o f tree  it is  like ly to  become  e tc . is  all pre -coded in the  acorn.  But

the  acorn is  NOT an oak tree .  And the  foe tus  is  NOT a human be ing.

Whether the  po tential fo r the  foe tus  to  become  a human be ing is  achieved depends

entire ly on the  body o f the  woman carrying it.  Only her body can nouris h the  foe tus  and

turn it into  a human be ing.  The  foe tus  can only continue  to  live  if s he  lives , may not

deve lop normally if s he  ge ts  a virus  in the  early s tages  o f pregnancy, will no t be  nour-

is hed if s he  does  no t eat, will no t re ce ive  oxygen if s he  does  no t breathe , will die  if s he

dies .  It is  to tally dependent fo r its  life  on the  us e  o f her, and only her, body.  

As  fo r the  woman, pregnancy means  that her body is  no  longer her own.  Women who

us ed to  hate  milk s tart to  drink it with re lis h while  o thers  who  enjoyed no thing more

than a pint o f beer find all alcoho l repe llent.  Drugs  o f all kind are  fo rbidden, even life -

s aving chemotherapy has  to  be  s topped.  Even fo r a woman who  gree ted news  o f her

pregnancy with joy, the  extent to  which her body is  no  longer her own can be  dis turbing.

This  re lations hip be tween the  woman and the  foe tus  s he  is  carrying is  unique .  It

s hould no t be  fo rced on any woman.  And prec is e ly becaus e  it is  a unique  re lations hip,

admitting the  right o f a pregnant woman to  dec ide  whether o r no t s he  will continue  to

give  life  to  the  foe tus  ho lds  no  threat to  the  rights  o f the  te rminally ill, the  s enile ,

s evere ly dis abled o r o therwis e  dependent pers ons .  For ne ither they nor anyone  e ls e

has , o r s eeks , a ' right'  remote ly like  the  one  that anti-abortionis ts  talk about - the  right

to  live  ins ide  the  body o f another agains t that pers on' s  will.

That is  why we  mus t put the  woman, her life  and her right to  contro l her life , be fore  the

foe tus .  The  humanity o f the  foe tus  is  abs tract and cannot be  compared to  that o f a

woman without devaluing her life , her re lations hips , her hopes  and as pirations .

Abortion and Dis ability

IT MAY s eem contradictory that s oc ialis ts  who  fight fo r the  rights  o f the  dis abled

als o  s upport the  right o f a woman to  abort a handicapped foe tus .  

But in capitalis t s o c ie ty, the  parents  o f a dis abled child face  a life  o f cons tant s truggle

to  he lp the  child deve lop to  his  o r her full po tential.   

The  parents  are  given no  he lp in coming to  te rms  with the  grie f o f dis covering that a

child has  s evere  dis abilitie s .  They have  to  fight fo r every s crap o f info rmation and fo r

every fo rm o f treatment that might he lp. 

In s ome  parts  o f the  country, bo th North and South, there  are  no  phys io therapis ts ,

s peech therapis ts  o r o ccupational therapis ts .  Some  parents  o f children with dis abilitie s

move  to  the  Dublin o r Be lfas t areas  to  ge t the ir children be tter treatment, only to  dis cov-
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er that things  are  only marginally be tter there .

Again, working c las s  parents  face  the  greates t problems  obtaining information about,

and treatment fo r, the ir child' s  condition.  

Mos t working c las s  people  have  ne ither the  money nor the  kind o f job that allows  them

to  move  c los er to  s pec ialis t s choo ls .  They don' t have  the  money to  buy the  equipment,

computers  e tc . which can make  s uch a diffe rence  to  the ir child.  And they have  the  con-

s tant worry about who  will look afte r the ir child when they die .

Thes e  parents  are  bringing up the ir children in a s oc ie ty that thinks  it alright to  have

s evere ly dis abled adults  living long-term in acute  ps ychiatric  wards . 

Would you die  happy knowing that' s  what was  to  be  your child' s  future?  As  long as  s oc i-

e ty puts  pro fits  be fore  the  needs  o f dis abled people , the  ques tion o f whether a woman

s hould be  allowed to  abort a foe tus  that is  handicapped is  no t s imply a moral one .

It is  a no -win s ituation fo r the  parents .  

At this  time  o f grie f, they have  to  dec ide  whether to  bring into  the  world a child whos e

life  will be  a cons tant s truggle .  

They have  to  cons ider the ir o ther children, any they already have  o r hope  to  have  in the

future .  When everything is  added up, many women dec ide  to  end the  pregnancy.  

The  real grie f faced by s uch couples  is  ignored by anti-abortionis ts  whos e  moralis tic

ins is tence  on ignoring the  reality o f people ' s  lives  only increas es  the  pain o f the  fami-

lie s  invo lved.

When s oc ie ty is  o rganis ed to  put the  needs  o f people  be fore  pro fits , life  fo r dis abled

people , and fo r the  parents  o f dis abled children, will be  very diffe rent.  

Few parents   would fee l the  leve l o f pain and anger at having a child with s evere  dis abili-

tie s  if they knew that s / he  would ge t every chance  in life ; that the  child would have

hours  o f phys io therapy and s peech therapy every day - no t carried out by s truggling par-

ents  but by qualified paramedics  whos e  job it was ; that creches  would cater fo r children

with s pec ial needs  ens uring  they go t extra s timulation to  deve lop the ir mental and

phys ical abilitie s  to  the  full.  

In this  s ituation, women would worry far, far le s s  about having a s evere ly dis abled child

becaus e  s oc ie ty, no t the  individual parent, would carry the  extra burden o f care .

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose

IN THE summer of 1999, a group of parents of severely disabled children hit

the headlines in Ireland. The Parent Future Planning Group (PFPG) called on

would-be parents to have pre-natal tests for abnormalities, such as Down's

Syndrome, and terminate pregnancies if any were discovered. The chair of

the group is the mother of a severely physically and mentally disabled boy.

She warned parents that, given the lack of support from the state, looking

after children like her son is ' living hell' . She said on radio "if you know

there is anything wrong, you should terminate the pregnancy before your

own life is terminated". In reply to the objections of a 'pro-life' spokesper-

son, she replied 'the right to life does not end at birth' and said she would

'take my son with me' when she dies.
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Abortion - a c las s  is s ue

THE HISTORY of abortion under capitalis m has  always  been about c las s .  We ll-

o ff women have  always  been able  to  ge t s afe  abortions  in the  c lean beds  o f pri-

vate  c linics  while  working c las s  women ris ked death with backs tree t o r s e lf-

induced abortions . 

Right wingers  only s tarted to  s hout about abortions  when working c las s  women s tarted

to  have  s afe  abortions , too .

It is  impos s ible  to  talk about abortion anywhere  without talking about s oc ial c las s .  The

World Health Organis ation es timates  that 3 0 0 ,0 0 0  women die  each year from back-

s tree t abortion.  Of thes e , no t one  comes  from the  ruling e lite  o f even the  mos t anti-

abortion regimes  - they s imply hop on a je t and fly to  s omewhere  they can ge t a legal, o r

at leas t s afe , abortion.

In Ire land, North and South, rich women face  few problems  in ge tting to  an abortion c lin-

ic  in England.  They have  the  money, no  one  is  s urpris ed at them heading o ff to  London

for a weekend, and they know the ir way around the  airports  and tube  s tations .

For working c las s  women the  lengths  to  which s ome  have  to  go  to  ge t the  money toge th-

er, the  lie s  they are  fo rced to  te ll employers  and family, can make  the  journey a dis tres s -

ing one .  

Take  the  cas e  o f C, the  1 3  year o ld rape  victim from the  trave lling community.  It was

the  background s he  came  from that meant her family couldn' t jus t bring her o ff to

England to  have  the  pregnancy te rminated.  The  child victim' s  who le  life  was  expos ed to

full public  view s imply becaus e  her family were  s o  poor.

In the  North, the  extent to  which abortion is  a c las s  ques tion is  even c learer: if you

have  enough money or know the  right people , you don' t even have  to  trave l.  The  majori-

ty o f cons ultant obs te tric ians  and gynaeco logis ts  in the  North are  willing to  perfo rm

abortions  under the  provis ions  o f the  Abortion Act.  The  North has  a number o f private

c linics  providing medical care  to  the  wealthy and s ome  cons ultants  us e  thes e  c linics  fo r

private  patients .  There  have  been reports  from individual nurs es  that s ome  o f the  ' rou-

tine  D&C'  operations  they have  attended are , in fact, abortions .  Money can buy you any-

thing. 

For working c las s  women in the  North, the  difficultie s  are  s imilar to  thos e  in the  South.

Getting £ 5 0 0 -£ 6 0 0  toge ther in a few weeks  is  difficult fo r all, impos s ible  fo r s ome ;

mos t people  know s omeone  who  has  been fo rced to  continue  an unwanted pregnancy

becaus e  they couldn' t ge t the  money toge ther.

The  c las s  s he  comes  from als o  has  a huge  e ffe ct on whether a woman faced with an

unplanned pregnancy can cons ider continuing it.  We ll-o ff women know they have  a

decent hous e  and enough money to  be  able  to  buy dis pos able  nappies  and convenience

foods .  They can employ a nanny (o r even two  as  Cherie  and Tony Blair did) to  ens ure

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose

10



that the ir nights  s pent comforting a tee thing baby are  s omeone  e ls e ' s  concern.

A Child Poverty Action res earch s tudy in Derry City found that over half o f all lone  par-

ents  mis s ed more  than two  meals  each week in o rder to  put food in the ir children' s

s tomachs .  If you' re  living that c lo s e  to  the  edge , another mouth to  feed can be  s een as

a threat to  the  children you already have .

Reducing the  abortion rate

EVERYONE SAYS that they want to  reduce  the  number o f Iris h women having

abortions . But any s trategy to  do  this  has  to  s tart from the  reality o f people ' s

s exual lives  today. 

Governments  have  to  accept that mos t people  in any kind o f s teady re lations hip are

having s ex and that fo r mos t young people  a night' s  partying is  like ly to  inc lude  s ex (o r

they hope  it will!). So , the  firs t thing needed is  a decent, free  and eas ily acces s ible  con-

traceptive  s ervice .

The  Women and Cris is  Pregnancy res earch report

s ugges ts  that the  lack o f decent contraception is

to  blame  fo r many or mos t o f the  unwanted preg-

nancies  te rminated by Iris h women in England.

Only a third o f the  women with cris is  pregnancies

interviewed had been us ing a re liable  fo rm o f con-

traception.  Of thes e , fewer than 1 0 % had been

us ing the  Pill, with a little  more  than 2 0 % us ing

condoms . When as ked why they were  no t us ing a

re liable  contraceptive , there  were  three  main

ans wers : the  prohibitive  cos t o f contraception;

lack o f acces s  to  a family planning c linic ; and fear

o f be ing thought o f as  a ' loos e  woman' .

While  contraception is  free  in the  North, contra-

ceptive  advice  and s ervices  mus t be  paid fo r in

the  South by anyone  without a medical card. This

means  that mos t young people  and all s tudents  have  to  find 3 0  o r 4 0  euros  jus t to  ge t

a few months  s upply o f the  Pill. Even fo r women who  have  a decent enough job, the

cos t o f a vis it to  a doctor and then the  cos t o f a pres cription puts  the  Pill beyond the

reach o f many. So , making all contraceptive  s ervices  free  on the  health s ervice , as  they

are  in the  North, is  a firs t obvious  s tep in reducing the  number o f abortions .

Many women, es pec ially younger ones , s aid they didn' t want to  vis it the ir family doctor

about contraception. They were  afraid that the  doctor would dis approve  o r would te ll
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the ir parents . In the  s malle r towns , there  are  no

family planning c linics . Many can' t affo rd to  take

the  time  o ff work or can' t affo rd the  cos t o f the

trip to  a c linic  in a c ity, s o  they have  to  re ly on

other fo rms  o f birth contro l.

Women als o  s aid they wouldn' t go  on the  Pill if

they were  no t in a s teady re lations hip. The  reas on

be ing the  attitudes  to  s ex with which they had

been brought up. ' If you' re  on the  Pill, you' re  ready

for s ex'  they s aid and they s aw this  as  s omething

to  be  as hamed o f.  

So , they tend to  us e  the  Pill only in a committed

re lations hip. This  view o f women' s  s exuality

be longs  with the  Magdalen Laundries  in the

1 9 5 0 s , but it is  s till be ing peddled in the  s choo ls .

The  idea that ' nice  girls  don' t' , o r that it' s  alright

to  ' ge t carried away'  but no t alright to  acknowl-

edge  your s exuality and pro tect yours e lf, lie s

behind many o f the  unwanted pregnancies  which

end in abortion in England. A proper s ex education

programme which is  open and explic it about s exu-

al practices  and contraception would certainly he lp

reduce  the  number o f abortions .

The  Women and Cris is  Pregnancy res earch

s howed condoms  to  be  the  mos t popular method

o f contraception. There  were  a number o f reas ons :

they were  re lative ly eas y to  acces s  without anyone

in authority knowing - they could be  go t as

required from vending machines . Als o , they don' t

require  a vis it to  a doctor and the  as s oc iated cos t. Unfortunate ly, they don' t work if

they' re  no t us ed and quite  a few o f the  women interviewed fo r the  res earch go t preg-

nant becaus e  they ' go t carried away'  o r had too  much to  drink and had unpro tected s ex.

Als o , condoms  burs t s ometimes  o r s lip o ff. 

When condoms  do  burs t o r when s omeone  has  unpro tected s ex, the  obvious  next s tep

is  emergency contraception - ' the  morning afte r pill' . The  res earch found that many peo -

ple  don' t know how to  go  about ge tting emergency contraception; this  is  unders tandable

s ince  family planning c linics  are  few and far be tween and no  one  knows  what the ir GP’s

attitude  is  go ing to  be . Some  women think that they have  to  ge t emergency contracep-

tion lite rally the  morning afte r. In fact, you have  to  take  it within 7 2  hours  o f unpro tected

intercours e . 

Again, the  attitude  o f s o -called pro -life  people  does n' t he lp. Anti-abortionis ts  ins is t that

the  morning afte r pill is  a fo rm o f abortion  - which is  nons ens e . The  res ult, however, is

many Catho lic  GPs  won' t s upply it. The  fundamentalis t  attitudes  o f the  anti-abortion
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bigo ts  caus e  many women to  ge t pregnant when it could have  been avo ided. In the

Wes tern Health Board area o f the  North, fo r example , 6 3  percent o f GPs  re fus e  to  s up-

ply the  morning afte r pill fo r ' moral reas ons ' . Mos t hos pital Acc ident and Emergency

departments  don' t carry emergency contraception, although an unwanted pregnancy will

have  a much bigger e ffe ct on a woman' s  life  than a s prained wris t. Providing the  morn-

ing afte r pill free  in the  cas ualty department o f all hos pitals  would go  a long way

towards  reducing the  number o f abortions .

All in all, the  res earch makes  it c lear that the  bes t way to  reduce  abortions  is  to  end

church domination o f the  s choo ls  and have  more  opennes s  about s ex and s exuality. We

know that mos t young people  have  had s ex by the  time  they' re  1 7  o r 1 8 . They don' t s ee

it as  a big deal - and it needn' t be  if they take  proper precautions . But that means

changing attitudes  towards  young women be ing on the  Pill o r carrying condoms  and it

means  having contraception, inc luding the  morning afte r pill, available  free , on the

health s ervice  everywhere  on this  is land.

The  fight to  legalis e  abortion

THE LAW on abortion, North and South, is  s till the  1 8 6 1  Offences  Agains t the

Pers on Act which makes  abortion illegal under any c ircums tances , with a s en-

tence  o f life  impris onment fo r thos e  found guilty o f having ' procured an abor-

tion' .  

But on bo th s ides  o f the  border, there  have  been a number o f court judgements  which

make  abortion legal under certain, limited c ircums tances .

In the  South, the  1 9 9 2  Supreme  Court judgement in the  X Cas e  accepted that women

who  are  s uic idal have  a right to  abortion.  In a three  part re fe rendum later that year,

there  was  an overwhe lming vo te  in favour o f the  right o f women to  trave l fo r abortions ,

in favour o f info rmation on abortion be ing available  and agains t a move  to  revers e  the

Supreme  Court judgement.  In s hort, people  vo ted to  make  abortion available  here  fo r

women who  are  s uic idal becaus e  o f an into le rable  pregnancy.

Thes e  three  re fe renda repres ented a major victory fo r pro -cho ice  fo rces .  However, while

the  pro -cho ice  movement was  s trong enough to  win the  princ iple  that abortion s hould be

available  in the  South, it could no t ge t it implemented in law and in the  hos pitals .

Ins tead, the  is s ue  was  thrown back into  the  laps  o f the  po litic ians  in the  Dail.  Ever

s ince , they have  dithered and de layed, fearful o f angering right wingers  in the ir own par-

tie s  and in Iris h s oc ie ty generally.  The  Labour Party in government went along with this

hypocris y.

If Bertie  Ahern wins  a new re ferendum on the  s ubject, it will mean that virtually all pos -

s ibility fo r abortions  in Ire land will be  c lo s ed o ff. While  po litic ians  concentrate  on the
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legalitie s  o f putting legis lation into  the  Cons titution, what the  is s ue  at s take  in the  re fe r-

endum bo ils  down to  is  whether abortion s hould be  available  here  under ANY c ircum-

s tances  o ther than thos e  approved by the  Catho lic  Church, which is  only when the

woman' s  life  is  in immediate  danger.  

The  1 9 8 3  Eighth Amendment to  the  Cons titution s ays  women have  an equal right to  life

with a fe rtilis ed egg.  The  Supreme  Court ruled in the  X cas e  that this  amendment gives

a s uic idal woman the  right to  abortion in Ire land.  Legis lating fo r abortion when a

woman is  s uic idal would mean s tanding up to  the  Bis hops  - and Fianna Fail have  no

intention o f do ing that.  Ins tead, they want to  fo rce  des perate  women who  cannot ge t to

England to  continue  pregnancies  that are  the  res ult o f rape  and inces t - c ircums tances

when we  know mos t people  think abortion s hould be  available  here .  That is  what a yes

vo te  in this  FIFTH re ferendum on abortion would mean.  

The  law in the  North is  als o  the  1 8 6 1  Act, although it has  been s lightly amended by the

Britis h 1 9 2 9  Infant Life  (Pres ervation) Act which was  extended to  the  North in 1 9 4 5 .  It

allows  abortion ' fo r the  purpos e  only o f pres erving the  life  o f the  mother' .   Judges  have

ruled that the  Bourne  Judgement als o  applies  to  the  North.  In 1 9 3 9 , Dr. Alex Bourne

carried out an abortion on a 1 4  year o ld girl, pregnant as  a res ult o f gang rape , and

then invited pros ecution.  The  judge  no t only legally agreed with him, he  commended

him for his  action.  This  means  that doctors  can legally perfo rm abortions  if the  woman

is  in danger o f becoming ' a phys ical o r mental wreck' .

Since  1 9 9 3 , there  have  been four cas es  brought in the  courts  in Northern Ire land in

which judges  have  s aid that abortion s hould be  available  more  eas ily.  Like  the  X cas e

in the  South, each o f the  cas es  pus hed the  boundaries  further.  So , in the  K cas e , that

o f a 1 3  year o ld girl in a children' s  home , pregnant by her boyfriend, the  judge  ruled that

becaus e  s he  was  threatening s uic ide  s he  had the  right to  an abortion in the  North.

Des pite  the  judgement, there  was  a fear that her mother, who  hadn' t s een K s ince  s he

was  five  but appeared in court to  dec lare  her oppos ition to  the  abortion, would s ue . So ,

doctors  who  are  known to  carry out abortions  re fus ed to  operate  on K, and s he  had to

brought by s oc ial workers  to  a c linic  in Liverpoo l.
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The  A cas e  was  that o f a 2 4  year o ld mentally dis abled woman, who  had been raped.

In this  cas e , the  judge  s aid A had a right to  an abortion, although s he  was  no t s uic idal,

becaus e  o f the  danger to  her mental health.  She  go t an abortion in the  North.  A third

cas e  was  o f a teenage  rape  victim who  go t her abortion in a Northern hos pital.

The  Northern judgements  were  unlike  the  X cas e  in that they were  no t fo rced on the

judges  by a mas s  movement.  In practical te rms , there  was  no  pro -cho ice  campaign

when the  cas es  were  be ing heard.  So , although the  judgements  were  more  progres s ive

than the  X judgement, they did no t have  the  s ame  e ffe ct on attitudes  o r on the  fight to

legalis e  abortion.

Is  abortion dangerous ?

ANTI-ABORTIONISTS PRESENT abortion as  a dangerous  operation, with long-term

phys ical and ps ycho logical e ffe cts .  This  is  nons ens e .  The  law in England only

allows  abortion if there  is  danger to  the  woman' s  life  o r health from continuing

the  pregnancy.  

The  reas on abortion is  available  virtually on demand there  up to  1 2  o r 1 4  weeks  is  that

at that s tage , it is  always  s afer to  have  an abortion than to  give  birth.  

Anti-abortionis ts  try to  frighten women by talking about s terility and frequent mis car-

riages  in later life  due  to  the  s tre tching o f the  cervix during abortions .  This  is  s care -

mongering.  Ninety percent o f abortions  in England are  carried out be fore  fourteen

weeks .  At this  s tage , the  cervix is  s tre tched le s s  than it is  in a D&C - the  method by

which many young women in Ire land are  treated fo r painful and irregular periods .  

There  are , o f cours e , ris ks  invo lved in abortion, jus t like  any s urgery.  But in early abor-

tion thes e  are  very s light - like  thos e  many women have  afte r giving birth and are  almos t

never s erious  - provided you fo llow your doctor' s  ins tructions .

With more  and more  women having very early abortions , a lo cal anaes thetic  is  all that is

needed, although many women s till choos e  a general anaes thetic .  In early abortion, all

that is  required to  extract the  pregnancy is  a s imple  s yringe .  Even the  vacuum pump

us ed in the  pas t is n' t neces s ary.  However, Iris h women are  no t allowed to  have  the

operation until the  s eventh week o f pregnancy and there  is  no  po int in trave lling be fore

then.  This  is  becaus e  until s even weeks  ges tation, the  embryonic  s ac  is  s o  s mall the

doctor cannot be  s ure  it has  been removed from the  womb.  Even at 7 -9  weeks , what is

extracted from the  womb is  mainly blood, which has  to  be  rins ed - o ften s everal times  -

be fore  the  embryo  can be  s een.  It looks  jus t like  a heavy period.

Thes e  days , more  and more  abortions  in Britain are  medical rather than s urgical.

Women in Britain are  able  to  us e  RU4 8 6 , a s imple  drug which is  als o  us ed to  treat

endometrios is  and cancer o f the  breas t and uterus . The  woman, who  has  to  be  le s s
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than e ight weeks  pregnant, s imply has  to  s wallow s ome  table ts  and then re turn to  her

doctor s ome  time  later fo r a pros taglandin pes s ary. The  RU4 8 6  loos ens  the  lining o f the

womb and then the  pros taglandin s tarts  contractions , bringing on what s eems  like  a

very heavy period. Iris h women are  unable  to  avail o f this  method o f abortion, as  it is

only given to  women who  have  are  regis tered with a lo cal GP. Women who  us ed to  live  in

England and who  can s pend a week there  can ge t a medical abortion by re turning to

the ir o ld GP.

While  s ome women are  able  to  go  immediate ly and have  an early abortion, the  fact that

it cos ts  s o  much means  that many end up having later abortions  than they would like .   It

cos ts  £ 3 0 0 -£ 3 5 0  s terling for the  operation in a non-pro fit making c linic  plus  £ 1 5 0  or s o

for trave l.  For many working c las s  women, this  takes  weeks  o f planning and s cheming.

Britis h government s tatis tics  s how women from Northern Ire land are  like ly to  be  cons id-

erably later on in the ir pregnancies  than the ir Englis h counterparts : in fact, they are

three  times  more  like ly to  have  an abortion afte r 2 0  weeks . There  is  no  reas on to

be lieve  that women from the  South are  any earlie r ge tting to  England. This  is  the  real

danger to  women' s  health - the  later abortions  - no t the  very early abortions  that any

woman would pre fer.

Ne ither are  reports  o f inevitable  depres s ion fo llowing abortion founded in fact.  ' Pos t

Abortion Syndrome '  was  firs t written about by anti-abortion ps ychiatris ts  in the  United

States  in 1 9 8 7 .  The  media quickly took up this  new ' fact' .  Pres ident Ronald Reagan

ordered his  top public  health o ffic ial, Surgeon-General C. Evere tt Koop, to  prepare  a

' comprehens ive  report'  on the  impact o f abortion on women' s  health. His  brie f was  to

es tablis h the  exis tence  o f the  ' s yndrome ' .

Koop who , like  Reagan, was  a fe rvent anti-abortionis t duly reviewed more  than 2 5 0  pub-

lis hed res earch artic le s .  He  then dec lined to  is s ue  a report at all, s aying that ' the  s c i-

entific  s tudies  do  no t provide  conclus ive  data on the  e ffe cts  o f abortion on women' .

Eventually, in 1 9 8 9 , a Congres s ional committee  compe lled Koop to  re leas e  his  report

and ordered him to  tes tify.  Koop to ld the  committee  that the  problem o f advers e  ps y-

cho logical e ffe cts  on women was  ' minus cule  from a public  health pers pective .'

Mos t women do  go  through a ' weepy'  period in the  days  immediate ly afte r an abortion,

as  the ir hormones  ge t back to  normal.  Thes e  are  the  s ame  kind o f ' blues '  that mos t

women have  3 -5  days  afte r having given birth. However, in the  longer te rm, the  vas t

majority o f women having abortions  do  no t s uffe r depres s ion.  Indeed, the  fee ling mos t

o ften expres s ed is  re lie f.  Even Dr. Patric ia Cas ey, the  leading anti-abortion ps ychiatris t

in the  South, s ays  that about 1 0 % o f women who  have  abortions  s uffe r what s he  calls

' pos t abortion s yndrome ' .  This , as  s he  po ints  out, is  the  s ame  proportion o f women

who  s uffe r pos t natal depres s ion.  Every obje ctive  s tudy s hows  that when women did

s uffe r depres s ion, it was  becaus e  o f external reas ons  - job, family, money, re je ction by

the ir boyfriend, reas ons  which had perhaps  fo rced them into  abortion. 

Many women have  ambivalent fee lings  about ending a pregnancy, particularly when they

were  brought up to  be  anti-abortion.  Anyone  who  fee ls  they need he lp to  come to  terms

with an abortion s hould talk to  s upportive  friends  or contact the  Family Planning

As s ociation or the ir local Well Woman Centre .  North and South, thes e  provide  one  to

Abortion - Why Irish women must have the right to choose

16



one  couns e lling and pos t-abortion s upport groups .  However, it is  important to  be  s ure

the  group is  pro -cho ice : anti-abortion ' Women Hurt by Abortion'  groups  s ee  the  firs t s tep

to  ' healing'  as  admitting you ' killed a baby' . 

Who are  the  

anti-abortionis ts ?

SPUC (IRELAND)

THE SOCIETY for the  Pro tection o f the  Unborn Child, is  the  bes t known and

larges t o f the  anti-abortion groups .  SPUC was  es tablis hed in Britain in 1 9 6 7

s pec ifically to  fight the  new Abortion Act.  

Other SPUC organis ations  operate  in countries  where  abortion is  legal.  Ire land is  in the

unique  s ituation o f having anti-abortionis ts  but no  legal abortion. Why?   Becaus e  thes e

groups  found that they could us e  the  abortion is s ue  to  fight the  liberalis ation o f Iris h

s oc ie ty.  They don' t only want to  s top the  c lo ck, they want to  turn it back.  

While  fo cus s ing on abortion they us ually manage  to  inc lude  as  ' part o f the  abortion

trend'  s ex education, homos exuality, contraception, divorce  and s ex outs ide  marriage .

They even attack Rape  Cris is  Centres  as  be ing ' s ex-obs es s ed' .  Bernadette  Bonar, one

o f two  Eas tern Health Board members  who  tried to  s top the  1 3  year o ld trave lling girl

from ge tting an abortion has  cons is tently oppos ed the  Health Board funding the  Dublin

Rape  Cris is  Centre . She  has  de fended that s tance  by s aying that the  Centre  has  he lped

rape  victims  ge t abortions  - s o  much fo r her ' concern'  about rape  victims !

SPUC (Ire land) was  fo rmed in July 1 9 8 0 , jus t days  afte r a vis it to  Dublin by two  o f the

leading figures  o f SPUC (UK). Both organis ations  have  c los e  links  to  like -minded bodies

in the  United States , from where  much o f the  funding fo r anti-abortion groups  comes ,

and where  the  idea o f a ' Human Life  Amendment'  to  the  Cons titution was  firs t thought

up.  

The  people  behind SPUC are  no t s imply o rdinary c itizens  concerned with ' pro tecting the

life  o f the  unborn' .  They be lieve  moves  to  liberalis e  s exuality are  part o f an internation-

al cons piracy to  s ubvert the  Church, the  family and private  property.  In the  South, they

have  led campaigns  agains t the  Stay Safe  programme in s choo ls .  Stay Safe , like

Kids cape  in the  North, aims  to  he lp children pro tect thems e lves  from abus e .  Parents

Agains t Stay Safe  (PASS) s ee  the  programme as  undermining the  family and want to

ban it from s choo ls .

But fo r all the ir talk o f rights  fo r ' unborn children' , anti-abortion activis ts  are  generally
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oppos ed to  the  promotion o f rights  fo r children.  They want a re turn to  the  traditional

family where  children are  s een and not heard and where  the  parents  can do  what they

want.   

Kathleen McQuaid, a founder o f SPUC in the  North, wrote  to  the  Iris h News  complaining

about thos e  who  ' interfe re  in family life '  by trying to  outlaw the  beating o f children.  The

Iris h Catho lic  carried a full page  artic le  warning that ' the  children' s  rights  movement

threatens  to  undermine  the  freedom o f parents  to  rais e  the ir children in the ir own way' .

The  artic le  des cribed the  UN Convention on the  Rights  o f the  Child as  ' the  lates t Tro jan

hors e  to  breach the  cons titutional de fences  o f world democrac ies ' .

SPUC operates  North and South while  the  Pro  Life  Amendment Campaign (PLAC) is  con-

fined to  the  South.  It is  led by doctors , lawyers , academics  and bus ines s men.  Since

the  1 9 8 0 s , thes e  have  been revealed as   members  o f s e cre t right-wing Catho lic  o rgani-

s ations  like  the  Knights  o f Co lumbanus  and Opus  De i.  Like  the  Freemas ons , members

o f thes e  groups  he lp o ther members  into  top jobs  and pos itions  o f influence .

The  X cas e  s howed that there  are  SPUC s upporters  at high leve ls  in Iris h s oc ie ty. It was

SPUCers  in the  Attorney General' s  o ffice  who  organis ed the  injunction to  s top the  1 4

year o ld having an abortion.  Subs equently, Judge  O' Hanlon' s  s tatement that he

be lieved a foe tus  s hould have  the  s ame  rights  from the  moment o f conception ' as  a

child already born'  gave  an indication o f the  influence  o f SPUC within the  legal s ys tem.

Rory O' Hanlon, a s e lf-avowed member o f Opus  De i was  no t jus t a High Court judge , but

als o  the  chair o f the  Law Re form Commis s ion until the  government was  fo rced to  s ack

him.  Leading SPUCer and anti-divorce  campaigner William Binchy is  another member o f

the  Law Re form Commis s ion.

In the  North, SPUC is  led by mainly rural, right-wing Catho lics  and a few token Pro tes tant

fundamentalis ts . North and South, SPUC concentrates  on pres s uris ing po litic ians  to

ignore  the  reality o f women' s  lives  today.  LIFE is  probably the  leading anti-abortion

agency in the  North and it trie s  to  pres ent the  more  " caring"  s ide  o f the  anti-abortion

movement.  It provides  free  pregnancy tes ts  and hos te ls  fo r pregnant women. However,

the ir hos te ls  have  been critic is ed by women who  have  s tayed in them as  be ing repres -

s ive  and to tally out o f date .  For example , women complain that they are  no t allowed to

s ee  the ir boyfriends  while  they are  in the  hos te l.

PRECIOUS LIFE, YOUTH DEFENCE AND THE MOTHER AND

CHILD CAMPAIGN

AS WELL as  the  more  ' res pectable '  anti-abortionis ts , there  are  groups  like  Human Life

International Youth De fence  and the  Mother and Child Campaign from which SPUC tries

to  dis s oc iate  its e lf.  Thes e  are  the  s hock troops  o f the  anti-abortion movement: they

picket the  c linics  o f TDs  who  are  s een as  ' s us pect'  on abortion and invade  family plan-

ning c linics  that provide  information on abortion.  Youth De fence  have  been invo lved in a

number o f vio lent inc idents  where  the ir thugs  have  attacked and beaten up pro -cho ice

campaigners . As  the  members  o f Youth De fence  go t o lder they trans formed thems e lves

into  the  Mother and Child Campaign, which oppos es  the  lates t re fe rendum becaus e  it
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allows  the  morning afte r pill. 

In 1 9 9 7 , Youth De fence  trave lled to  Be lfas t to  he lp s e t up Prec ious  Life , another extrem-

is t o rganis ation.  In re turn, members  o f Prec ious  Life  trave lled to  Dublin in early 1 9 9 8  to

jo in a Youth De fence  o ccupation o f the  Marie  Stopes  Centre .  

Youth De fence  tried to  e s tablis h its e lf as  a mas s  youth movement in the  afte rmath o f

the  X cas e .  It argued that it, and not the  tens  o f thous ands  who  demons trated in favour

o f Mis s  X' s  right to  abortion, repres ented the  views  o f young people  in Ire land.  Youth

Defence ' s  firs t march was  ten thous and s trong and led by no t-s o -young thugs .  Soc ialis t

Worker called a counter-demons tration which confronted Youth De fence .  ' Pro -life  that' s

a lie , you don' t care  if women die !'  fo cus s ed attention on the  fact that Youth De fence

would pre fer Mis s  X to  kill hers e lf than open a chink to  the  availability o f abortion here .

The ir next march was  about 2 ,0 0 0  s trong and, again, we  counter-demons trated; the  next

march had only a few hundred.  

Thes e  days  Youth De fence  don' t try to  o rganis e  big marches .

When Youth De fence  and Prec ious  Life  called a ' s ilent night vigil fo r the  unborn'  in

Be lfas t on the  Saturday be fore  Chris tmas  in 1 9 9 7 , they were  able  to  turn out fewer than

3 0 0  people , des pite  having a big contingent from the  South.  The  pro -cho ice  counter-

demons tration was  gree ted with s miles  and ' thank-yous '  by the  women and men o f

Be lfas t. However the  cowardice  o f the  Blair government, in re fus ing to  implement Labour

Party po licy and extend the  1 9 6 7  Abortion Act, gave  Prec ious  Life  a s ens e  o f confidence

that s aw them go  on the  o ffens ive .

They adopted the  tactics  o f Youth De fence  and American anti-abortionis ts  and s tarted to

picke t the  homes  o f pregnancy couns e llo rs  who  worked with the  Uls ter Pregnancy

Advis ory As s oc iation. In July 1 9 9 9 , s omeone  broke  into  the  UPAA o ffice  in Be lfas t and

s e t it on fire . Fearing that the ir own homes  would be  the  next ars on targe t, the  couns e l-

lo rs  dec ided to  end the ir 2 0  odd years  o f work and c los ed the  UPAA.  

For the  anti-cho ice  bigots , the  fight will not be  won until they' ve  s ilenced the  vo ice  o f

every woman who  has  had an abortion, the  vo ice  o f every woman who  be lieves  s he  has

the  right to  have  one  and the  vo ices  o f the  vas t majority o f Iris h people  who  opinion po lls

s how be lieve  that abortion s hould be  available , at leas t under certain c ircums tances .

Even then, the  fight will not be  won for them until they have  banned the  morning after pill

and many popular forms  o f contraception, including the  low dos e  Pill and the  IUD or co il.

The  bad o ld ' good o ld days '

MOST PEOPLE in Ire land don' t want to  go  back to  the  inhumanity and degrada-

tion that women faced in 5 0 s , 6 0 s  and even 7 0 s  Ire land.  Then, women had to

s top working on ge tting married.  Sexual re lations , even within marriage , were
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to tally dominated by fear o f pregnancy. ' My hus band is  a great man, he  never

touches  me '  was  the  boas t o f many working c las s  women whos e  hus bands

loved them and knew o f the ir fears  about another mouth to  feed.

If a working c las s  woman became  pregnant outs ide  marriage , s he  had to  leave  her

home  in dis grace  and go  to  one  o f the  Magdalen Laundries  o r ' Good Shepherd'  con-

vents .  Her parents  had no  cho ice  but to  turn her out. Parents  who  tried to  s tand by

the ir daughters  had the  pries t hammering at the  door, te lling them it was  the ir Chris tian

duty to  turn the ir back on the ir child.

In recent years , the  truth about the  abus e  o f women and children in the  Magdalen

Laundries  and in o rphanages  like  Go ldenbridge  has  been revealed.  In Mike  Milo tte ' s

book, Banis hed Babies , one  woman des cribed her two  years  in a mother and baby home

in 1 9 6 3  and 1 9 6 4 :

“Someone always made a run for it but they were caught and dragged back or

the Guards would be called and they'd go out and round them up....We were told

we were privileged being in there...If we weren't in there we'd end up as prosti-

tutes…We were bad girls, we'd had sex. We were shamed.....Six weeks after your

baby was born they reckoned you were fit for work. M ost of the girls were put

out in the farm, working in the fields or the gardens or with the pigs and cattle.

Or they were put to cleaning.

The work was hard and unpaid, a form of slave labour. The M agdalen Laundries

provided laundry facilities not just for convents, churches and private individu-

als, but for hotels and hospitals as well. M any of the women were never to

leave; they spent their whole lives working for the nuns without ever receiving a

penny in wages”.

The  nuns , with the  co llus ion o f the  s tate , even s o ld the  babies  thes e  women were

forced to  give  up fo r adoption.  Pat to ld Mike  Milo tte  about the  American couples  who

came  to  the  home  looking fo r a baby to  adopt and her own heartbreak when her s on

was  taken from her to  be  adopted:

“They had to be physically perfect, and none of the black babies that were there

were ever selected...He was 20 months old.....I remember so clearly, bringing him

down to the side door, hugging  him, cuddling him and kissing him, and he was

just swiped out of my arms by a nun...That was the last I saw of him”.

Pat' s  s on was  one  o f the  children s ent to  America and he  died be fore  s he  was  able  to

find him after the  truth came  out in 1 9 9 6 .  

Thes e  o ffences  didn' t happen in the  dim and dis tant pas t.  Right up to  the  7 0 s , children

in the  Go ldenbridge  o rphanage  in Dublin were  s till be ing tied to  po tties  and phys ically

punis hed fo r minor ' o ffences ' .  

This  is  the  kind o f Ire land to  which the  anti-abortionis ts  want to  re turn: where  women

and children were  s een and hurt, but no t pro tected and heard.
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The  Catho lic  Church

BEHIND ALL the  anti-abortion groups  s tands  the  power, influence  and money o f

the  Catho lic  Church.  The ir contro l over education has  played an important ro le

in ens uring that abortion is  s een as  a moral is s ue , no t a po litical is s ue .

Children at s choo l are  s hown lurid films  s uch as  Diary o f the  Unborn Child and

photographs  o f bloody foe tus es  and given s entimental prayers  and poems .

Abortion kills  children, they are  to ld. 

But foe tus es  and embryos  are  incapable  o f cons c ious  thought, s till le s s  o f writing a

diary. So  why does  the  Church inves t them with s uch attributes ?

There  are  two  reas ons : the  s oul and po litics .  The  s oul is  important becaus e  according

to  current Catho lic  teaching, the  s oul enters  the  body at the  moment o f conception.

Becaus e  it has  a s oul, the  jus t-fe rtilis ed egg, embryo  o r foe tus  is , to  the  Church, as

much a human be ing as  the  adult woman who  carries  it: s o , abortion at any s tage  is

murder.

The  Church hierarchy' s  ins is tence  on putting the  ' s oul'  o f the  foe tus  be fore  the  life  and

happines s  o f the  woman is  mos t obvious  when the  woman is  carrying an anacephalic

foe tus , that is  a foe tus  without any brain. Mos t o f thes e  will be  s till-born, a few will live

a few hours  - none  longer than 3 6  hours . Women now dis cover this  tragic  fact at five

months  o f pregnancy.  Ye t in the  South, becaus e  o f the  Church' s  domination o f hos pital

e thics  committees , thes e  women are  fo rced to  carry the  pregnancy to  full te rm and go

through the  pain o f labour. The  pos s ibility o f baptis m at the  moment o f birth ' jus tifie s '

the  lack o f medical intervention. 

Mos t fe rtilis ed eggs  never ge t to  be  babies  - ' nature '  o r ' God'  dis cards  them be fore

birth. We ll over half do  no t implant and are  was hed away in a normal mens trual period.

Up to  a further quarter are  implanted but are  lo s t in early mis carriage , o ften be fore  the

woman even realis es  s he  is  pregnant.  Of the  fewer than 2 5  percent o f fe rtilis ed eggs

that become  es tablis hed pregnancies , a further proportion will be  lo s t through s ponta-

neous  mis carriage . Thos e  who  be lieve  that a foe tus  is  a full pers on from the  moment o f

conception have  to  face  the  fact that ' God'  o r ' nature '  is  res pons ible  fo r the  greates t

number o f abortions !

The  Catho lic  Church did no t always  condemn abortion to tally.  St. Thomas  Aquinas

argued that the  s oul entered the  body at 4 0  days  o f pregnancy in the  cas e  o f a male

foe tus , 8 0  days  in the  cas e  o f a female . Until this  moment o f ' ens oulment' , abortion

was  no t a s in. Prio r to  the  las t century, it was  wide ly accepted that abortion was  only a

minor s in and in no  way a crime  until ' quickening'  - when the  woman firs t fe lt the  foe tus

move .  It was  no t until 1 8 6 9  that the  Church came  out agains t abortion from the

moment o f conception.  

Both Church and s tate  allow killing in certain c ircums tances  - s e lf-de fence , a ' jus t war'
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(even the  killings  o f non-combatants ) and capital punis hment.  But while  the  Church and

s tate  jus tify be forehand any po liceman who  kills  in s e lf-de fence , any s o ldie r who  kills  in

a war s ituation, any government that hangs  the  wrong pers on (o r s hoo ts  them down in

the  s tree t), bo th condemn be forehand any woman who  has  an abortion.

This  hypocris y was  expos ed c learly in Pope  John Paul II' s  approach to  the  ques tion o f

the  deadly nuclear cruis e  mis s ile s . In the  1 9 8 0 s , many bis hops  and cardinals  pleaded

with the  Pope  to  s peak out agains t Ronald Reagan' s  e s calation o f the  arms  race .  But

at no  po int during the  Reagan years  did the  Pope  s peak out agains t any po licy o f the

United States  government.  A US Under Secre tary o f State  at the  time  s tated that ' had

the  Pope  go tten up one  Sunday and s aid we  don' t want thes e  mis s ile s  in Europe , we

probably could no t have  thos e  mis s ile s ' .

Mos t remarkably, the  Pope  s upported Reagan' s  po lic ie s  in South America, even

Nicaragua where  US-backed Contras  were  killing Catho lics .  A Channe l Four programme

s howed foo tage  o f Reagan having an audience  with the  Pope .  Journalis ts  were  pus hing

for an ans wer on whether the  Pope  was  trying to  ge t Reagan to  accept the  need fo r a

nuclear arms  contro l agreement. The  Pope  dodged the  ques tion repeatedly and finally,

obvious ly annoyed, ans wered: ' I am convinced that it is  neces s ary to  res pect als o  the

s ecre ts  o f each pers on' .

The  hypocris y o f this  s tatement is  breathtaking. Pope  John Paul II never res pected ' the

s ecre ts '  o f an individual woman who  fee ls  unable  to  continue  an into le rable  pregnancy.

Yet he  demanded res pect fo r the  s ecre ts  o f a warmongering Pres ident who  wanted to

build even more  weapons  o f mas s  des truction.  It was   alright fo r Reagan to  contro l

weapons  which threaten the  exis tence  o f the  entire  human race , but no t alright fo r an

individual woman to  contro l her own body…

Hypocris y is  als o  evident in the  Church' s  approach to  the  ques tion o f pries ts  who  s exu-

ally abus e  children.  Between 1 9 9 3  and 1 9 9 7 , pries ts  from dioces es  inc luding Dublin,

Down and Connor, Dromore , Clogher, Ferns , Os s ory, Armagh, Cork, Clonfert, Elphin,

Galway, Raphoe  and Tuam have  been convicted o f the  s exual abus e , inc luding rape , o f

children as  young as  e ight years  o ld.  

In a number o f thes e  cas es  Church o ffic ials , having been made  aware  o f the  allega-
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tions , acted no t to  pro tect the  children and bring the  culprit to  book, but to  pro tect the

Church and le t the  guilty go  free  - o ften to  abus e  e ls ewhere . It s eems  to  many confus ed

Catho lic  parents  that children are  guaranteed the  pro tection o f the  Church only until

they' re  born and baptis ed.

Catho lics  fo r a Free  Cho ice , an American organis ation o f pries ts , nuns  and lay people

who  s upport a woman' s  right to  choos e  argue  that the  Vatican' s  approach to  abortion is

po litical and not re ligious , that if a woman fee ls  an abortion is  the  bes t option fo r her

there  is  no  theo logical reas on why s he  s hould no t have  one . 

Re ligion remains  a powerful weapon fo r keeping the  explo ited in fear and s ubjection.

The  Church hierarchy is  afraid that if women were  to  win the  right to  contro l over the ir

own bodies , this  s truggle  would be  extended to  the  mas s es  o f people , women and men,

contro lling all as pects  o f the ir lives .

A Woman' s  Right to  Choos e

to  Have  Children

SOCIALISTS SUPPORT the  right to  choos e  becaus e  we  want greater freedom for

people  to  contro l the ir lives . The  right to  choos e  means  a right to  bo th have  an

abortion - and a genuine  right to  have  a child. 

In Ire land the  right o f a woman to  choos e  to  have  a child is  greatly res tricted by the  lack

o f affo rdable  childcare  fac ilitie s , adequate  paid maternity leave , decent hous ing and

s oc ial we lfare . State -funded childcare  fac ilitie s  are  provided only fo r children who  are

known to  be  at ris k o f phys ical o r s exual abus e . What little  childcare  is  available  is  s o

expens ive  it is  beyond the  means  o f mos t low paid workers .

Richer women can s ides tep all thes e  is s ues . In the  s ame  way as  money allows  them

the  cho ice  o f having an abortion, s o  money allows  them to  have  a child on the ir own

terms . At every leve l, it is  working c las s  women who  are  leas t free  to  choos e ; and they

can' t even be  s ure  that the  few fac ilitie s  they have  will s till be  there  tomorrow.

The  reality is  that thos e  who  call thems e lves  ' pro -life '  are  only worried about unborn life .

They cry about the  ' millions  o f unborn children killed every year in abortion c linics '  but

take  no  interes t in children who  are  already born. Right through the  1 9 7 0 s  and 8 0 s  the

UN re leas ed figures  to  s how that 1 0  million children under the  age  o f four die  every

year from malnutrition. In the  1 9 9 0 s , the  number ros e  to  1 2  million every year.  At the

s tart o f the  2 1 s t century, 1 4  million children a year were  dying o f malnutrition - s till no

word about them from the  ' pro -life '  lobby. 

It is  in the  fight fo r a be tter world, where  no  mother has  to  watch her child s tarving to
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death or dying o f meas les , that real concern fo r children is  expres s ed. In general, thos e

who  s upport the  right o f women to  contraception and abortion are  more  like ly than ' pro -

life rs '  to  be  invo lved in that fight. The  reas on is  s imple . We  are  concerned, not with the -

o logical arguments  about po tential human be ings , but with the  rights  and dignity o f actu-

al s entient human be ings .

Women' s  Liberation and

Socialis m

UP TO recently, many thought that the  ' liberal agenda'  had already been won in

Ire land and that cons ervative  ideas  about women would s imply dis appear under

the  influence  o f the  European Union. The  National Organis ation o f Women, fo r-

merly the  Council fo r the  Status  o f Women, and  the  Labour Party c laim that it is

members hip o f the  EU which dragged Ire land into  the  twentie th century. 

But the  EU is  no t interes ted in fo rc ing Iris h s oc ie ty in any direction except towards  a s in-

gle  e conomic  market. It does n' t worry the  EU bos s es  that women from Ire land have  to

trave l to  Britain to  ge t abortions . It is  perfe ctly happy to  live  with church domination o f

our s choo ls  and hos pitals .

In October 2 0 0 0 , fo r example , Jus tice  Minis ter John O Donoghue  threatened to  us e  his

ve to  at a meeting o f the  EU Council o f Minis ters , unles s  there  were  amendments  to  the

Equality Directive  to  allow church run s choo ls  to  ins is t that all teachers  conform to  " the

e thos  and be lie fs  o f the  s choo l" .

The  Iris h Catho lic  was  fuls ome  in prais e  o f O Donoghue ' s  ' vic to ry'  in amending the

directive  explaining that ' It could have  meant that, re ligion teachers  apart, s choo ls

would be  fo rced to  employ openly dec lared athe is ts , gay activis ts , and o thers  whos e

views  or life s tyle  were  obvious ly contrary to  the  e thos  o f the ir employer.'  The  Iris h s tate ,

by the  way, pays  the  wages  o f the  teachers  - no t the  Bis hops . But the  EU s till pres ided

over a s ituation whereby athe is ts  and gay people  are  dis criminated agains t. 

The  European Court ruled agains t the  right o f Iris h women to  information about abortion

except where  the  information was  about goods  o r s ervices . Again, it was  only the  mas s

action on the  s tree ts  over the  X cas e  that gave  women the  right to  information.

One  o f the  mos t wide ly quoted examples  o f the  EU s uppos edly advancing women' s

rights  is  in re lation to  equal pay. It is  true  that the  EU forced the  introduction o f equal

pay legis lation. But every government s tatis tic  s hows  that, on average , women s till earn

only two -thirds  o f men' s  wages .

North and South, 2 0  years  afte r the  Equal Pay Acts , an average  woman has  to  work 5 0
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percent longer to  achieve  the  s ame  leve l o f income  as  her male  co -worker. Where

women have  won equal pay fo r work o f equal value , it has  been as  the  res ult o f fighting

for it - us ually with the  s upport o f the  men they work with.

The  idea o f women, or men, having contro l over the ir own lives  is  no t compatible  with

global capitalis m. It' s  theore tically pos s ible  to  have  free  abortion on demand. It' s  theo -

re tically pos s ible  fo r the  capitalis t s tate  to  provide  full child care  fac ilitie s . But as  long

as  the  e conomic  s ys tem puts  pro fits  be fore  people , s uch fac ilitie s  will only be  provided

in s o  far as  they s uit the  needs  o f the  e conomy, not as  a means  towards  the  liberation

o f women. 

It fo llows  that the  fight fo r women' s  liberation is  bes t expres s ed as  part o f the  fight

agains t capitalis m. 

This  does n' t mean that s oc ialis ts  can do  no thing now to  win women' s  rights .  Every

fight fo r re fo rm is  important, bo th becaus e  women' s  lives  can be  made  a little  eas ie r

and becaus e  the  overall confidence  o f the  working c las s  is  improved through real s trug-

gles  fo r new gains .

Soc ialis ts  emphas is e  the  need to  fight fo r change  from be low. We  don' t agree  that

s omebody e ls e  can give  you your freedom - whether it' s  le ft-wing TDs  or guerilla armies

or the  EU. When people  take  to  the  s tree ts  to  demand change , they change  thems e lves

in the  proces s .

In the  X cas e , mas s  action, no t quie t lobbying or po lite  pe titioning, brought the  firs t

major de feat fo r the  bis hops  and the  bigo ts  s ince  the  foundation o f the  Southern s tate .

And it is  mas s  action that is  needed now to  advance  women' s  rights  and the  rights  o f

working people  generally in Ire land, North and South.

This  is  demons trated by the  lack o f progres s  on abortion rights  in the  North, des pite

three  High Court judgements  which ruled abortion s hould be  available .

But the  bigger problem is  that as  long as  we  live  in a s oc ie ty which s ees  women as  s ec -

ond c las s , we  will have  to  fight to  pro tect even the  few rights  that we  do  have . What is

needed is  a very diffe rent kind o f s o c ie ty, where  the  mas s  o f working c las s  people ,

women and men, make  fo r thems e lves  the  dec is ions  that affe ct the ir lives  - a s oc ie ty

where  people  come  be fore  pro fits  and where  unemployment and poverty are  unknown.

Under global capitalis m, it is  no t particularly pro fitable  to  build hous es , hos pitals , crech-
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es  and nurs ery s choo ls  - s o  they are  no t built. But the  building materials  are  available

and there  are  cons truction workers  ready to  work on s afe  s ites . Under workers '  contro l,

there  would be  no  reas on not to  build thous ands  o f childcare  centres , hos pitals  and an

adequate  s tock o f good hous ing.

In a s oc ie ty which put people  be fore  pro fits , women having children would be  s een as  a

real contribution to  s oc ie ty (as  the  very ' productive '  activity it is ). And that contribution

would be  repaid no t, as  at pres ent, by is o lation and lack o f s upport but in concre te  ways

which would allow women to  enjoy bringing the  next generation into  the  world. Every

woman would have  acces s  to  high quality 2 4  hour childcare  s o  that s he  would be  able

to  enjoy the  freedom from the  drudge  as pects  o f parenthood that only the  rich with the ir

nannies  do  in this  s oc ie ty.

The  intimate  re lations hip be tween women' s  liberation and s oc ialis m was  bes t illus trated

during the  Rus s ian revo lution in 1 9 1 7 . For 3 0  years  now, women in Ire land have  been

fighting fo r very bas ic  rights  like  equal pay, abortion, child care  fac ilitie s  and s o  on. Yet

many women' s  lives  are  s till eked out in mis ery.

But in 1 9 1 7  in the  mos t backward country in Europe , revo lution gave  women rights

which have  no t been achieved s ince  anywhere  in the  world. Real equal pay was  intro -

duced in workplaces  that were  contro lled by workers  thems e lves . Foremen and bos s es

who  had s exually haras s ed women workers  be fore  the  revo lution were  beaten up by the

women. Twenty-four hour nurs eries  and co lle ctive  canteens  and laundries  were  built to

make  s oc ie ty, and not the  individual family, res pons ible  fo r childcare  and hous ework.

Divorce  was  made  cheap and s imple . Homos exuality was  legalis ed and abortion made

legal and free  on the  health s ervice . All in the  s pace  o f three  years .

Spec ial e ffo rts  were  made  to  ens ure  that women were  invo lved in every as pect o f the

revo lution on the  grounds  that, as  Lenin explained it: ' the  experience  o f all liberation

movements  has  s hown that the  s ucces s  o f a revo lution depends  on how much the

women take  part in it' .

Jus t as  women' s  rights  advanced with the  advance  o f workers '  power, s o  were  thos e

rights  lo s t when the  workers  lo s t power. When Stalin' s  counter-revo lution killed the  germ

of s oc ialis m in Rus s ia, women' s  rights  began to  wither and die . 

To talk of socialism without women's  liberation is  meaningless . Equally, there can be no

women's  liberation without socialism. And control o f fertility, our right to  free  contraception

and abortion when we need it, is  a prerequis ite  to  women's  liberation.  It is  for this  reason

that the abortion issue is  not an ' optional extra'  for the Irish Left, but a vital part of the

struggle  for workers '  rights  generally.
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Ten Years ago Ireland was convulsed with a massive political

crisis. A 14 year old rape victim was prevented from traveling

to Britain for an abortion by the state.

Tens  o f thous ands  flooded onto  the  s tree ts  demanding to  " le t her

go ."  The  mas s ive  outcry fo rced the  Iris h s upreme  court to  revers e

the  dec is ion and allow Mis s  X to  trave l to  Britain..

This  was  a waters hed in Iris h po litics . The  domination o f the

Catho lic  church over the  lives  o f Iris h people  and in particular over

Iris h women had s uffe red a body blow.

In the  afte rmath o f the  X-cas e  homos exuality was  als o  decriminal-

ized and another re fe rendum allowing divorce  in the  country was

pas s ed.

However, 1 0  years  on, the  cowardice  and cons ervativis m o f Iris h

governments  means  that abortion is  s till banned in this  country. 

Meanwhile  6 0 0 0  women are  fo rced to  trave l to  Britain every year

becaus e  o f unwanted pregnancies .

In this  updated edition o f a pamphle t Gorre tti Horgan explains  why

a woman' s  right to  choos e  mus t be  won if women are  to  play a full

and equal ro le  in our s oc ie ty.
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